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HUMANISTIC BIOLOGY: A GENERAL

EDUCATION APPROAGI
Alwynelle S. Ahl, Helen B. Hiscoe
Lawrence R. Krupka, and Andrew McClary•

INTRODUCTION
In modern man 's attempt to understand human nature, two major modes of
perceiving human experience, the humanistic and scientific, have often been in
conflict. C.P. Snow labelled this dichotomy " the two cultures." As the power of
science and accompanying technology have grown in the past forty years, the
distance between the two cultures has widened. Reflecting concern about this
cleavage , some scientists have attempted to incorporate humanistic perspectives and goals into science. In the area of biology , this humanistic concern is
demonstrated by such groups as the Institute of Society, Ethics, and the Life
Sciences (Hastings-on-Hudson) and its highly successful Ha sti11gs Ce11ter Reports . In addition, new journals such as the Jo11mal of Medical Ethics indicate
increasing concern with the problem of humanizing science. A plethora of •
books emphasizing ethical implications of applied biology include Taylor's The
Biological Time Bomb {1968), Augenstein's Come Let Us Play God (1969), Potter's
Bioethics: Bridge to the Future, (1971), Fletcher's The Ethics of Genetic Co11trol:
E11di11g Reproductive Roulette, (1974), and Goodfield's Playi11g God: Genetic £11gineering and th e Ma11ipulatio11 of Life (1977). However, as with many things
which seem quite new, inspection shows that these books represent only a new
awareness of concerns which have long been of interest to mankind. For
example, Goodfield reports that in the 17th century, more than one-third of the
papers of the Royal Society were about social problems and the relati onship of
science to them. 1
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Medical and nursing school curricula often include courses or units on ethics. 2
Humanistic approaches to biology have been incorporated into courses for
undergraduates as well, both for the biology major 3 and the non-major. 4
At Michigan State University some of the faculty·teaching General Education
Natural Science have developed a cluster of courses which address these
humanistic concerns. These courses are briefly described in Table I.
TABLE I. HUMANISTIC BIOLOGY COURSES IN THE DEPARTMENT OF
NATURAL SCIENCE AT MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY

Biotcch110/ogy of Health deals with this issue: contemporary scientific insights
have produced a technology with increasing power to alter the human system
and may have the potential to completely redesign it. How can we learn to use
this ability in a humanistic way?
Biological a11d Social Aspects of Hu111a11 Reproduction focuses on the ways we are
able to modify our reproductive processes. The problem of iatrogenesis, the
ethics of developing new scientific knowledge, the criteria of humanhood , and
the conflicts between social and individual rights are considered.
Bioecology of Health asks a pervasive human question: what is health? It
suggests that biological science, particularly ecology and evolution helps us to
answer this question. The course then considers the human implications of
these answers.
Drugs a11d Society is concerned with the unique human characteristic of alteration of consciousness obtained by the use of certain chemical substances .
Biosocial Evolutio11 of Man explores the fundamental question of what it means
to be human . Principles of evolutionary biology are applied to the study of
human behavior and to our relationship to other species.
The New Genetics and Societ1/ considers the social and ethical issues related to
our increasing control of he~edity .
Brai11, Mi11d, and Culture studies the human brain from an evolutionary perspective and analyzes conflicts that arise from its history .
Chemicals, Health , and the Consumer provides an examination of the scientific
basis for decisions affecting individual and public health. It emphasizes the use
of scientific principles to make rational judgments in these areas.
CHARACTERISTICS OF HUMANISTIC BIOLOGY
Our humanistic biology courses address both broad philosophical and personal issues. Not all of our courses address all equally, but all courses stress
some of the issues listed in Table II. Our classes stress that science, like all
human activities, is rooted in and draws upon basic value judgments concerning ourselves and the world . 5 The Reverend Theodore M . Hesburgh has stated
that:
it is the value judgments that ultimately bring the social sciences to
life and make them more meaningful in liberating those who study
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them. The bursting knowledge of the [natural) sciences is reall y
power to liberate mankind and the price of this liberation is value:
The value to use the power of science for the humanization rather
than the destruction of mankind. 6
This quotation, in contrast to C.P. Snow 's view, suggests to us that science
and values are closely linked and that each is dependent upon the other for its
impact. We are suggesting that general education science courses should emphasize the humanistic tradition, which places man and his accomplishments
and ideals in a central position. For example, a humanistic biology course
should concern itself with the life of man in socio-cultural and biological
contexts. A humanistic approach is holistic and should explore specific characteristics and qualities of man that can be dealt with through science as well as
those that transcend it (beliefs , faith , values , morals , and ethics). These cannot
be empirically or statistically verified any more than the sense of beauty can be
dealt with scientifically.
New developments in science continually force philosophers and theologians to reexamine the nature of man and morality . We believe that there is a
fine line between science and philosophy and that the humanistic biologist can
link biology and philosophy by probing the theological and ethical implications of scientific discoveries. Humanistic biology differs from specialized
biology by its broad horizons, stressing the interrelatedness of science , art,
religion, and literature. The inclusion of such humanistic emphasis in science
courses might help to counteract the criticism leveled at science and scientists
for being amoral.
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TABLE II . HUMANISTIC BIOLOGY: CONCERNS AND GOALS
A. To Increase Perception, Knowledge and Understanding of:
1. Man as part of the natural world

2. Man as part of a continuum , beginning in the distant past and continuing into the indefinite future
3. Man as more than the sum of his parts - reductionism versus hierarchical
organization
4. Man's genetic heritage
5. Man's environmental heritage (the ecosystem)
6. The interaction of man's genetics and environment - we are partiall y
deterministic and partially indeterministic
7. Man's technology and how it modifies human existence
8. Self-understanding, awareness and the nature of humanness and personhood
B. To Use This Knowledge as a Basis for Examining Values and Making Decisions Regarding:
1. Personal health
2. Reproduction
3. Man's place in nature
4. Adaptation and coping with stress (lifestyles)
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5.
6.
7.
8.

Technology as it modifies and creates human values
" Permissible" scientific activities
Th e meaning of humanness and personhood
Human social and political behavior

I SS U ES l 'J HUMANISTIC BIOLOGY

Ma n's ever more successful pursuit of insights into his own nature and that of
the world around him has given him ever greater power to intervene. While this
capacity has solved some problems, it has also created new ones. In a finite
system , alteration of one part produces sometimes unforeseen perturbations in
other parts of the system. Exploration of the impact of human intervention
bas ed on scientific knowledge reveals several issues: iatrogenesis (unforeseen
problems arising from well-intentioned use of technology), the tension between self and society , the frustrations of halfway technologies, the problems
raised by our ability to change human nature itself, and the conflict between
biological nature and cultural environment.
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